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In spite of the frequent use of the term Professional Identity, it is hardly 
differentiated from other related concepts such as work attitudes, 
professional behaviour and professionalism.   
Accordingly, this paper will represent an attempt to: (1) identify different 
definitions and attempt/ to conceptualise the terms, (2) to explore how 
professional identity is shaped by work attitudes, behaviour and beliefs 
etc. (3) to examine the formation of professional identity in relation to 
personal, social and cultural influences. 
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Introduction 
This paper explores the conceptual and theoretical framework of professional identity 
and highlights how it has been looked at from different viewpoints, particularly by 
sociologists. The paper will also examine the process of formation of professional 
identity and the key elements that influence its construction by looking at the different 
approaches and orientations and will suggest an alternative approach to give further 
insight into the concept.  
 
Literature Review 
Professional identity has received a lot of attention in recent years. In general, 
sociologists have regarded professional identity as a dynamic component and a 
necessary foundation of professionalism as suggested by Schmidt and Crossley 
(2009) in addition to, Slinger and Roghr (2012) who expressed the same view.  
Likewise, professions and professionalism attempt to define or elucidate the nature 
of Professional identity and vary even within a single professional group. A basic 
definition was produced by Slay and Smith (2010) who defined professional identity 
as one’s professional self-concept based on attributes, beliefs, values, and 
experience. Floyd (2012), Volpe and Hopkins (2010), Joshua and Lammers (2014) 
all shared the same view that Professional Identity is multi-dimensional and 
constitutes of many different identities or sub-identities (e.g., personal and social 
identities) 
Caza (2015) suggested that professional identity or work-based identity is shaped by 
work attitudes, attributes, beliefs and consequently affects behaviour in each 
situation whilst professional identity enables individuals to assign meaning to 
themselves and attached to them by others.  Neary (2014) insinuated that the 
concept describes how we perceive ourselves within our occupational context and 
how we communicate this to others. Neary furthered his view by suggesting that 
professional identity is underpinned by a professional association, body of 
knowledge, rationally recognised qualification, and social recognition.  
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In general, this view ignored the role of personal belief and values, or how beliefs 
influence and support professional values as well as the impact of that on 
professional identity formation.  Caza and Neary’s perspectives showed that 
professional identity is not only a professionals’ image of who they are but also, what 
they want to be. Both researchers pointed out an important element of defining 
professional identity which is the social aspect of the concept related to role 
expectation and perception and how professionals see themselves in the eyes of 
others.  
Further to the above views, Phillips and Dalgrano (2017) both announced that 
professional identity is not a stable entity and evolves according to changes in social 
norms. Daniel and Slinger (2012), concluded with the same assumption and argued 
that the formation of professional identity happens at two levels. First, a collective 
level, which involves the socialisation of a person into appropriate roles and forms of 
participation in the work’s community. Second, identity formation at an individual 
level involves the development of the personnel. 
Referring to the above statement, the formation of professional identity seems to be 
a central issue in the sociology of professionalism, with most of the literature 
agreeing that this formation is evolving and an ongoing process. Webb (2015), 
Roghr, Sligar (2012) and Mery (2010) all described it as more interactive than a 
relatively straightforward process. Webb (2015) stated that professional identity is 
not stable, it is an ongoing process of interpretation and customisation which is 
shaped by contextual workplace factors.  Swennen, Jones and Volman (2010) all 
shared the same point of view that professional identity is interactive and problematic 
and does not come as ready-made and is continually developing along the way of 
professional and organisational life thus, professional identity is a process of 
interpretation and re-interpretation of experience. 
Based on the above views, it is evident that there is consent among researchers that 
professional identity is continuously evolving and developing. However other 
researchers such as Joynes (2018) on the other hand claimed that professional 
identity develops mainly through socialisation into a profession and exposure to 
professional behaviour and interaction in real-world situations, and this can be 
strongly opposed by arguing that identity formation can be influenced by other 
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factors not directly related to a work/profession setting environment such as personal 
beliefs, inner value, social background etc. That being so, this literature mainly 
focused on the construction and factors that contribute to constructing and 
developing professional identity. However, the same literature does not adequately 
answer some related questions such as the role of socialisation, professional training 
and the interaction with other professionals within a profession, not only in terms of 
constructing professional identity but also in upholding and maintaining a stable 
professional identity. 
 
Methodology and Method  
As the objective of this paper is to explore the existing knowledge of Professional 
Identity and suggest an alternative approach of conceptualising the term, scoping 
literature review was conducted to, (1) identify a research gap and the unexplored 
aspects of the topic, (2) to suggest a different approach for further research.  
 
Discussion  
A new approach to conceptualise the term 
In line with all these different attempts to conceptualise the term professional identity, 
it might be suggested that professional identity can also be defined and understood 
as a social state of mind’. This new approach or perspective of professional identity 
will provide an insight into a professional identity that is based on two basic 
assumptions illustrated separately in most previous studies.  
The first assumption is the ‘’Self’’ and the second assumption is the ‘’Scio-dynamic’’ 
nature of the term. These two inter-related components of professional identity 
appeared when professional identity was discussed in sociology and the medical 
field. For instance, Murdoch and Crossley (2015) who focused on building a model of 
professional identity formation concluded that the self-perception of professional is a 
key element in forming professional identity. In other words, this formation of one 
self’s professional identity is a person or an internal process by which individual 
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professionals modify and develop their behaviour to accept the responsibilities and 
obligations of the professional role. Similarly, Muller (2006) in his study of aspects of 
professional identity, referred to the natural connection between the ’self’ and 
’personality’ and recommended integrating them in an attempt to define the term.  
Based on this, Muller designed a personality model in which he claimed that 
professional identity is shaped by ‘’The big five’’ personality characteristics as a 
limited personal trait that forms identity, and these are openness to new experiences, 
agreeableness, conscientiousness, neuroticism and extraversion (see; Cobb-Clark 
and Schurer (2011) and their discussion on the stability and consistency of the Big 
five personality traits. In the same vein, Crocett and Mees (2008) revealed in their 
identity formation model that the Big Five personality dimensions of extroversion, 
agreeableness and conscientiousness along with emotional stability are intertwined 
in the process of identity formation, with in-depth self-exploration, commitment and 
reconsideration of commitment, this will intensive the formation. Although Muller, 
Crocett and Mees discourse highlighted an important aspect of professional identity 
which is the personal trait as well as partially addressing the identity question of Who 
am I? Limiting professional identity mostly in ’oneself’ or personal qualities appear to 
be a narrow perspective that attempts to understand professional identity formation 
based only on the pre-exited personal traits and rule out other active ingredients that 
form identity. These other active ingredients were highlighted by other researchers 
such as Liegh (2019) who asserted that professional identity is not just an 
interpretation of personal traits or who we are, but also, provides insights into 
elements of the environment that affect a professional’s experience where identity 
construction is seen as a negotiation with both self and others and within the 
discourses present in one's life. This point is furthered by Mancini and Tonarelli 
(2015) when they argued that professional identity includes both personal and social 
dimension, they also attempted to provide evidence of the relationship between what 
they called Inter-group and Inter-individual processes through work value, 
professionals’ behavioural involvement and professionals’ emotional adjustment. 
In summary, the views of Muller and Crocett did not provide answers to questions 
that closely related to the Big five characteristics for instance. Are these traits fixed 
or changeable over time? What are the impacts of the change -if occurred on the 
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stability of one’s professional identity? Are there any other non-personal traits that 
may influence and contribute to identity formation? Having in mind that some 
researchers cited other traits and described them being necessary facets of 
professional identity, these traits were mentioned by Fletcher and Dashper (2019) 
who include notions such as; autonomy, peer review, critical self-evaluation and 
professional judgement. Additionally, are these Big five traits measurable?  Even so, 
does Personality tests, which are widely used as a tool to measure The Big five can 
be used to measure professional identity on a collective level? Although most 
literature lacked addressing these issues, it is understandable that this can be due to 
the difficulties in identifying an appropriate tool or a method of measuring the 
concept aside from the ones in the medical field such as the self-evaluation and 
even this method can only be implemented on an individual level, not on a collective 
level (e.g. measuring the shared identity). 
The second assumption and the foundation of this suggested approach is the ‘Socio-
dynamic’ nature of the professional identity which based on the argument that 
professional identity is mainly of a social nature. This view can be promoted by the 
previous work of Fricke (2010) who saw the identity as a social construct, defined 
and given value only when evaluated in terms relative to a specific cultural context.  
Thus, professional individuals classify their place in the world based on their 
membership of a collective group, during which individuals influenced more by the 
categorisations of others rather than their own cognitions and emotions. (see; Godlie 
(2012) and her study of the formation of professional identity in medical students 
which published in Medical Teachers’ Journal. Relatedly, Evetts and Aldridge (2003) 
described professional identity as a work-inflected phenomenon that is distinctly 
structured by work contexts. Once again, Evetts and Aldridge devoted their efforts to 
outline only one aspect of the professional identity which demonstrated that the 
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Conclusion 
Comment on previous efforts to conceptualise professional identity: 
To conclude, some academics attempts in examining professional identity took two 
different approaches. The first approach was much concerned with the formation of 
professional identity and overemphasised the components of the professional 
identity (see, Lane (2018), Daniel and Slinger Webb (2015). Therefore, most of the 
literature highlighted the same conceptual confusion likewise professions, in defining 
and understanding what professional identity is. It means different things to different 
professionals within different professions.  
Added to, by having previous literature approached professional identity this way, it 
helped to overlook how professionals balance between their personal identity 
components such as inherited traits, values, culture and beliefs and their work 
identity, as well as how this will impact their professional decision-making in given 
situations.  
In the second approach, much of research has focused on self-identification and how 
professionals self-define themselves in relation to their professions, and here it can 
be said that professional identity in its root is a personal identity that is mostly 
shaped by organisations’ culture, values and ethics as well as, through 
professionals’ social engagement with colleagues in a professional work 
environment. To illustrate this, the concept can be best described as a self-controlled 
situational human behaviour or a state of mind that can be interpreted into actions, 
attitudes and influenced by a certain social atmosphere in a work context.  
Further to the above, the current wave of Covid-19  spread has shed new light on the 
understanding of professional Identity - as well as many professional practices- on 
both micro-level and macro-level for instance, the closure of school, universities and 
colleges will impact directly the identity and behaviour of teaching professionals 
either positively or negatively, as some identity component might be affected such as 
their own personal perception to the work-setting environments procedures, their 
attitudes towards virtual learning methods, the absence of the group cultures, and 
their ability and readiness to monitor their own performance by identifying their 
learning and training gaps and needs. Another example of that is in the medical field 
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as the possibility of professional Identity conflict can be present particularly, when we 
have to closely consider how the current Covid-19 pandemic required different 
professions to work collaboratively both at the micro and macro level. 
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